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The treatment of painful vertebral compression fractures has changed substantially since the
introduction of vertebroplasty in the mid-1980s and balloon kyphoplasty in the late 1990s. Both
procedures were widely accepted with the vertebral fractures treated reaching 150,000 per annum in
2009 prior to the publication of 2 randomized controlled trials comparing vertebroplasty with a sham
treatment published in the New England Journal of Medicine in August 2009. Since then, there has
been a flood of information on vertebral augmentation and balloon kyphoplasty. It is worth evaluating
this information especially because it relates to current recommendations that are often followed
blindly by medical and administrative groups unfamiliar with either the procedure or the high level of
evidence surrounding vertebral augmentation 1).

All patients experience pain, which can be of varied duration. Most patients are treated conservatively
with analgesics, bedrest and bracing, but a small percentage is left with persistent pain and limited
mobility.

Improvements in pain and pain-related disability associated with osteoporotic compression fractures
in patients treated with vertebroplasty were similar to the improvements in a control group 2).

No beneficial effect of vertebroplasty as compared with a sham procedure in patients with painful
osteoporotic vertebral fractures, at 1 week or at 1, 3, or 6 months after treatment 3).

The exact mechanism of pain relief by vertebroplasty is not understood; the pain relief is probably
because of improved vertebral body strength and stiffness and decreasing motion of the vertebral
body and periosteal and interosseous nerves. But, PV is not without risks. Therefore, until further
studies show that PV is superior to conservative treatment, with equivalent complications profile, PV
should be reserved for patients who have failed conservative treatment 4).

Complications

It is widely accepted that new compression fractures tend to occur adjacent to the vertebral bodies,
typically within a month after VP. Advanced age and decreased lumbar and hip BMD scores most
strongly indicated a risk of adjacent VF following VP 5).
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